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of labour and to new rhythms and patterns of paid work (for example, 
Thompson, 1967; Ryan and Thomas, 1987). In this shift, Finkelstein 
(1980, p 10) argues that disabled people came to be seen ‘as passive, 
needing others to do things for and to them; as disabled!’. While many 
Western societies are now described as post-industrial, the arrangements 
for the wage labour are similar; that the rhythms and patterns, and 
arguably the intensification, of paid work act to disadvantage many 
disabled people. Changing forms and practices of paid employment of 
the so-called knowledge-based economy, for instance, may eliminate 
some forms of participation through the use of technologies that are 
disabling (see Weber, 2006), while Sapey (2000) demonstrates that 
traditional industries are more likely to employ disabled people than 
are the new ‘informational sectors’. 

Calls for disabled people to have greater access to paid employment 
have occurred within this context of the way in which the capital 
accumulation process is organised; that if the basis of wage labour, along 
the lines of social model of disability’s concern with barriers, could be 
reorganised, then the disadvantage of disabled people in labour markets 
could be addressed. While the materialist approach of the social model 
of disability is criticised by those who argue that it ignores the cultural 
and the more affective dimensions of disabled people’s oppression (for a 
discussion, see Oliver, 2009), historical materialism remains nevertheless 
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central to it. Indeed, access to wage labour is held to be central to the 
reduction of the disadvantages faced by disabled people. ‘Ordinary 
employment’, for instance, was a fundamental principle of the Union 
of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS; UPIAS, 1976). 
UPIAS (1976, p 5) argued that for working-age people, ‘financial 
and other forms of help must above all be geared to the retention or 
achievement of integrated employment: dependence on the State must 
increasingly give way to the provision of help so that a living can be 
earned through employment’. 

The view of the importance of paid employment freeing disabled 
people from social oppression essentially came from the social model of 
disability’s roots in historical materialism; that, as a socially embedded 
process, capital accumulation was organised in such a way it disabled 
people by excluding them from the activity — wage labour — through 
which people were expected to secure their income (Finkelstein, 1980; 
Oliver and Barnes, 1998). However, while this view undoubtedly drew 
on Marxist political economy, it arguably did not engage with Marxist 
views on the nature of labour in capitalist societies. Most notably, Marx 
distinguished between work as an activity (labour) and the capacity of 
people to work (labour power) (Peck, 1996). In capitalist societies it 
is the latter that is of importance, for capitalism requires commodified 
labour power to turn a profit. Under capitalism, labour power must be 
made to appear like any other commodity and, therefore, subject to the 
rules — particularly those framed by supply and demand — of markets. 
While it is not the only institution involved, the state is central to the 
commodification of labour power through what Offe (1984) described 
as ‘active proletarianisation’. 

These observations have important implications for disabled 
people. First, the main concern of proletarianisation is with the 
capacity to work. With or without workplace adaptions, this focus 
disadvantages disabled people because they are often considered 
as being less productive and, therefore, less valuable to capitalist 
enterprises than non-disabled workers (Grover and Piggott, 2013a). 
In such circumstances, the ability of enterprises to extract a surplus 
value from such workers has been through either the subsidisation of 
their employment (see, for example, Greaves and Massie, 1979, on 
sheltered employment and Barnes, 1992, on the Sheltered Placement 
Scheme) or directly through the subsidisation of the wages of disabled 
people (as, for instance, various in-work benefits and tax credits now 
available in Britain’). 

It might be argued, therefore, that the social model of disability 
is reliant on an activity — wage labour — that by its very nature is 
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exploitative, to address the disadvantage of disabled people. Carter and 
Jackson (2005, p 90; see also Carter and Jackson, 2007), for instance, 
argue that the ‘core principle of busyness [to which paid employment 
is central] is exploitation and exploitation to exhaustion’. In other 
words, wage labour can be considered to be disabling. This view of 
wage labour — what Waddell and Burton (2006, p 2) describe as ‘work 
as a potential hazard’ in traditional conceptualisations of occupational 
health and safety — is very different from the view that governments, 
including Britain’s, choose to construct. In Britain, for example, wage 
labour is held to offer a range of benefits to people who are not in 
paid employment. So, for example, ignoring important caveats — even 
Waddell and Burton (2006, p 34, original emphasis), for instance, note 
that “work is good for your health and well-being, provided you have a 
good job’ — the coalition’s government’s Minister for Welfare Reform, 
David Freud, has argued that: ‘Quite simply good work is good for 


you’? 


A right to work? 


Parker Harris et al (2012, p 826; see also Chapter Seven, this volume) 
argue that employment is ‘a central piece to both human rights and 
neoliberal policy shifts ... each can claim increased labor market 
participation of people with disabilities as one of its goals’. In the case 
of neoliberalism, we can point to Clarke’s (2004, p 90) observation 
that it involves “‘putting people to work”: expanding the range and 
variety of labour power that can be used in the continuing expansion 
of capitalist production and accumulation’. The emphasis on the 
employment of disabled people has certainly been influenced by such 
economic concerns and, as has been observed, such an approach has 
been informed by orthodox economic analysis concerned with the 
supply of labour and wage inflation (Grover and Piggott, 2005, 2007). 

In the case of human rights, Parker Harris et al (2012) argue that 
some of the developments in recent social welfare policy for disabled 
people in various countries have been a reaction to developments 
in international human rights conventions. Since the 1940s, Article 
23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has noted that: 
‘Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, 
to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against 
unemployment’.’ However, it was only in more recent years (in 2008) 
that through the United Nations’ Convention on the rights of persons with 
disabilities (JNCRPD; UN, 2006) specific reference to the wage work 
rights of disabled people was recorded. Article 27 of the UNCRPD 
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notes that: ‘People with disabilities have the right to work, including 
the right to work in an environment that is open, inclusive and 
accessible’.* The discourse of a ‘right to work’ for disabled people in 
Britain has been adopted by some of the organisations that reportedly 
represent the interests of disabled people? and, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
those contracted to get disabled people into paid work.° 

The notion of the ‘right to work’, however, is limited by the fact 
that, first, it is a contested concept. In the United States, for instance, 
the right to work has been used as an anti-trade union measure, to 
‘outlaw the union shop, a contract provision that requires employees 
to financially support the union’ (Moore, 1998, p 445; see also Moore 
and Newman, 1985). Second, the idea of the right to work does not 
mean that states have a duty to provide wage labour for their (wage) 
workless populations. Indeed, Hepple (1981) argues that in free market 
economies the most that can be asked for from the right to work is a 
right not to be discriminated against. It is this approach that seems to 
have been accepted by those arguing for a right to work for disabled 
people, particularly those informed by the social model of disability’s 
focus on employer barriers to paid work (Grover and Piggott, 2013a). 


Alternatives to a right to work 


In many ways, the tensions that we have seen frame the desire to address 
the disadvantages of disabled people through an activity (wage work) 
that can be considered exploitative and disabling reflect tensions in 
heterodox political economy, most notably between the exploitation of 
wage work and the strength of the working class (and hence the driver 
for social change) that comes from its participation in an activity that 
is exploitative. This tension has been recognised for many years, and 
to various degrees has involved a critical questioning of the nature of 
wage work and its place and role in various societies. As we shall see, 
for some analysts the solution to this tension has been to argue for less 
wage work or to demand the end to it (see also Chapter Fourteen, 
this volume). 


Less wage work and its abolition 


Perhaps the most well-known example of the call for people to engage 
in less wage work is in Marx’s son-in-law, Paul Lafargue’s (1883) essay, 
The right to be lazy (for a discussion, see Darier, 1998). Lafargue’s (1883, 
p 9) work was not only a challenge to the architects and regulators of 
capital — ‘the priests, the economists and the moralists [who] have cast 
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a sacred halo over work’ — but also to the working class. According to 
Lafargue (1883, p 13), the working class had ‘let itself be perverted by 
the dogma of work’. This perversion, Lafargue (1883, p 16) argued, was 
best summed up in the actions of the French proletariat who, following 
the 1848 revolution, ‘proclaim[ed] as a revolutionary principle the 
Right to Work’, rather than ‘forg[ing] a brazen law forbidding any 
man to work more than three hours a day’ (1883, p 56). 

Half a century later, philosopher Bertrand Russell (1935), in In praise 
of idleness, came to a similar conclusion to Lafargue: that people should 
work shorter days. Russell’s approach was not so much informed by 
political economy (although he did observe some of the tensions in 
capitalist production), but by cultural objections to the work ethic 
and the virtue attached to it by the elite of society. For Russell, a 
shorter working day (four hours) would enable people to engage in 
activities that gave them pleasure. He suggested that the spread of such 
an approach across social classes was prevented by the organisation of 
labour markets and the moral indignation of the middle and upper 
classes. Wage work was deemed to be an expression of virtue, but a 
virtue, given the existence of a wealthy ‘leisure class’, that was only 
expected in, and of, particular social groups. 

The work of Lafargue in particular is important because of its very 
clear exposition of the tensions for the working class of capitalist wage 
work. The problem, however, is that the critique of capitalist labour 
processes is not wholly developed. Lafargue and Russell merely argued 
for less wage work for individuals, not its abolition. The ‘paradise of 
labour’ (Abberley, 1996b, p 77) remains intact in its waged form. For 
Russell (1935, cited in Richards, 1983, pp 28-9), however, it would be 
spread, albeit more thinly, to more people: ‘If the ordinary wage-earner 
worked for four hours a day, there would be enough for everybody, 
and no unemployment’. 

In contrast, others (for example, Kropotkin, 1913; Gorz, 1982; 
Black, 2011) have argued that only when wage labour is abolished 
will the exploitation of capitalism be addressed. So, for example, 
Kropotkin (1913, p 2) argued that it is the wage system that prevents 
the “equitable organisation of society’. And, given production is a social 
process — that the ‘means of production and of satisfaction of all needs 
of society, having been created by the common efforts of all, must be 
at the disposal of all’ (Kropotkin, 1913, p 2) — it was only through the 
abolition of the wage system that the needs of all would be met. For 
Kropotkin, such a situation could only occur in a society framed by 
Anarchist Communism, a society with economic and political freedom. 
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Similar arguments regarding the nature of wage work are made by 
Gorz (1982) and Black (2011). They both point to wage labour as a 
‘forced’ activity and how because of this the freedom of the individual 
is limited. Gorz (1982), for example, argues that wage labour is 
concerned with the exchange of quantities of time and not an end in 
itself. In contrast, self-determined activity, such as aesthetic and artistic 
activity, are not only ends in themselves, but also their production is 
not concerned with the exchange of time. However, Gorz (1982, p 2) 
argues that the abolition of wage labour ‘does not mean abolition of the 
need for effort, the desire for activity.... Instead, the abolition of work 
simply means the progressive, but never total suppression of the need 
to purchase the right to live ... by alienating our time and our lives’. 

Black (2011) makes a similar point about the coercive nature of 
wage work. For Black (2011, p 2), work ‘is production enforced by 
economic or political means, by the carrot or the stick’. He argues that 
any work enforced through rampant free markets or state communism 
is unacceptable. He makes no concessions to the number of hours 
to be worked (like Lafargue and Russell). For Black (2011, p 1), the 
alternative to wage labour is ‘ludic conviviality, commensality, maybe 
even art’. Replacing labour with play will address what Black defines 
as the coercive nature — ‘the totalitarian controls at the workplace — 
surveillance, rotework, imposed work tempos, production quotas, 
punching —in and —out etc’ (Black, 2011, p 3) — of wage work. This 
is because play is ‘always voluntary’ (Black, 2011, p 4). 

These approaches to challenging the way wage work is organised, 
at least at first glance, have much to offer disabled people. Approaches 
that demand the abolition of wage work and emphasise, in contrast, 
freely entered into and socially necessary activity (Kropotkin, 1913) 
and self-determined activity (Gorz, 1982; Black, 2011), are arguably 
consistent with the disabled people’s movement’s demand that disabled 
people should have greater choice in, and control over, their lives. Even 
the arguments for doing less wage labour associated with Lafargue 
(1883) and Russell (1935) would be consistent with such demands if 
it were flexible enough. 

Such approaches to wage labour and disability located in various 
heterodox analyses, however, have their critics. Most notable is 
Abberley (1996a, 1996b). In many senses, Abberley’s work would 
seem to have much in common with such analyses, for not only did he 
argue that disability is a historically specific social experience, he was 
also one of the few disability scholars in the 1990s arguing that wage 
labour for many disabled people would not address their oppression 
or result in their inclusion. However, he did not reach this position 
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through heterodox economic analyses. Abberley was critical of Marx 
(1976, originally 1867) and later Communists, such as Wal Hannington 
(1937), for the use of disabled people for their ‘propaganda value’ to 
demonstrate the ‘inhumanity and irrationality’ of capitalism (1996a, 
p 7). Abberley (1996a, p 8) suggested that the logic of this aspect of 
Marxism was that ‘impaired people would wither away in a society 
progressively abolishing the injurious consequences of production 
for profit’. This was problematic for Abberley because, first, even 
if it were possible to reduce socially produced impairment, it was 
inconceivable that it would ever be abolished altogether and, second, 
‘deeply grounded in Marxist notions of humanity’ (1996a, p 8) was 
the marginality of disability. 

Here, Abberley (1996a, 1996b) points to the importance of 
explanations of the way value is created in capitalist societies. What, 
for example, is important in the creation of use-value is the amount 
of the labour time socially necessary for its production. It is this use of 
labour time that becomes the norm of the human as worker. What is 
important for our purposes, is that Abberley (1996a, p 8) argues that 
disability in capitalist societies is conceptualised as being ‘the negative 
of the normal worker’. While Marxism may provide an explanation 
for the oppression of disabled people, he argues that it does not 
provide a means of ‘conceptualising a future for those impaired people 
unable to work’ (1996a, p 8). This is because of way in which, as we 
have seen, Marx viewed the importance of labour (as opposed to the 
commodification of labour power [wage work]) that would be central 
to meeting individuals’ needs, no matter how economically a society 
was organised. For instance, Abberley (1996a, p 10) cites Gouldner 
(1971) who notes: ‘Marxism never really doubted the importance of 
being useful... Its fundamental objection to capitalist society was to the 
dominating significance of exchange-value, not use-value. It objected 
to the transformation of men’s labor into a commodity, but continued 
to emphasise the value and importance of work.’ 

Abberley, however, extends this critique to some of those heterodox 
approaches that demand the abolition of paid work. For instance, he 
criticises the argument we have seen of Gorz which suggests even after 
the abolition of wage labour that individuals will not have the right to 
‘rest more’. Abberley (1996b, p 70) argues that it is ‘precisely’ this ‘kind 
of right that impaired people do demand, today and for the future’. 

Abberley’s views of the relationships between labour and disability 
are important because, first, they point to difficulties that we see in 
much empirical explanation of the receipt of income replacement 
disability benefits. These explanations which suggest that the relatively 
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large number of people receiving such benefits is the consequence of 
a poorly operating (post-Keynesian) capitalism (Beatty and Fothergill, 
2002, 2005, 2013; Beatty et al, 2000) suffer the same problems for 
which Abberley criticised earlier radical political economy. While 
Beatty and colleagues might not suggest that a more Keynesian- 
orientated economic approach (one focused on demand) would reduce 
levels of disability, they do argue that it would make it less visible by 
reducing the number of disability benefit claimants (by up to a million). 
For Beatty and colleagues, it is the ineffectiveness of a supply-side 
obsessed capitalism (and its institutions of governance), rather than 
its injuriousness nature, that is the problem. If late-modern capitalism 
could be organised more effectively, there would be more demand for 
the labour power of disabled people and they (or at least a million of 
them) would disappear from the disability benefit rolls. 

Second, Abberley’s approach suggests a need for a way forward that 
does not simply replace economic production with social production 
as the means by which the contribution of individuals is judged. An 
approach is needed that will allow for the observation that perhaps 
there are people who will, no matter how production is defined, never 
be as productive as others. In this space there must be room for an 
approach to be developed that allows for disabled people to legitimately 
not do wage work. 


A right not to work 


Disability activist, Sunny Taylor (2004, p 6), argues for a right not to 
work for disabled people: 


The right not to work is the right not to have your 
value determined by your productivity as a worker, by 
your employability or salary.... What I mean by the right 
not to work is perhaps as much a shift in ideology or 
consciousness as it is a material shift. It is about our [disabled 
people’s] relation not only to labor but the significance of 
performing that labor, and to the idea that only through 
the performance of wage labor does the human being 
actually accrue value themselves. It is about cultivating a 
skeptical attitude regarding the significance of work, which 
should not be taken at face value as a sign of equality and 
enfranchisement, but should be analyzed more critically. 
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In many senses, Taylor, although coming from a heterodox political 
economic approach, reaches similar conclusions to those of Abberley 
(1996a, 1996b). Here, we can point to the way both Abberley and 
Taylor suggest that a major problem for disabled people is the centrality 
to cultural and economic life ascribed to wage work. Furthermore, 
both argue that many disabled people, because of their impairment 
and social reactions to it, may never be or may never be considered 
productive enough to be employed on the same basis as non-disabled 
people. They may, therefore, find it very difficult to compete in market- 
based economies. The main difference between Abberley and Taylor, 
however, is that the latter’s analysis is located in a material analysis, while 
Abberley (1996b, p 77) argues that there is a need to develop ‘theoretical 
perspectives which express the standpoint of disabled people, whose 
interests are not necessarily served by the standpoints of other social 
groups’. This involves looking beyond a ‘paradise of labour’ (Abberley, 
1996b, p 77) of materialist and (some) feminist analyses. 

Arguably, however, Abberley overstates the case. While, for instance, 
undoubtedly production remains central to the analysis, it is the case 
that analysts working within the social model tradition recognise the 
difficulties disabled people face in conforming to the demands of 
producing productive value in late-modern societies. For example, 
Oliver and Barnes (1998, p 96) note that: 


Expecting severely disabled people to be as productive as 
non-disabled people is one of the most oppressive aspects 
of capitalist society.... This will mean a reappraisal of the 
very meaning of work but this is something we must not 
shy away from. People could and should be rewarded for 
their contribution to the common good. 


For Barnes and Roulstone (2005, p 322) there needs to be a 
reconfiguration of understandings of paid work that ‘goes beyond the 
rigid confines of paid employment’. Barnes and Roulstone (2005) 
point to the work of Corbin and Strauss (1988) who identified three 
types of work: 


e illness work — for instance, doing physiotherapy and organising 
medication; 

e everyday work — household tasks; 

e biographical work — for instance, activities by disabled people ‘in 
order to incorporate impairment into their everyday lives’ (Barnes 
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and Roulstone, 2005, p 323) — associated with ‘illness management’ 
(see also Chapter Fourteen, this volume). 


This is a view of work — defined, for instance, as the “application of 
physical or mental effort, skills, knowledge or other personal resources, 
[which] usually involves commitment over time, and has connotations 
of effort and a need to labour or exert oneself’ (Waddell and Burton, 
2006, p 4) — that goes well beyond economic production and wage 
work. 

It is, however, the case that welfare ‘reform’ in Britain is concerned 
with wage work, rather than any other type of labour. While it might 
be argued that its definition should be extended to include labour other 
than the economically productive kind, it can equally be argued that the 
case should, as Taylor (2004) suggests, be made for a right not to work 
in a capitalist sense. Such an approach would help to bring an end to 
the material and psychosocial consequences of contemporary welfare 
regimes that are central to the proletarianisation of labour power. The 
mix of neoliberal economics and communitarian-based notions of 
obligation (see Chapter Two, this volume) that drive welfare ‘reform’ 
in Britain would, for example, be removed if it was recognised that 
people had a right not to work (Grover and Piggott, 2013a). 


A moral philosophical approach to a right not to work 


We have seen that the idea of the right to work is arguably limited in 
Britain to an acceptance that disabled people should not be discriminated 
against in opportunities for paid employment. This is a liberal approach 
through which the main claim is against the state to ensure that there 
is effective equal opportunities legislation in place. It makes few claims 
against other actors, most notably employers. However, while British 
governments have been unwilling to countenance much beyond this 
liberal notion of equality of access for disabled workers, it can be argued 
that in recent years, governments have moved towards an obligation 
to work (Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, 2008, chapter 2). 
Legally, disabled people cannot be made to work (that would be ‘forced 
work’ — see Grover and Piggott, 2013b), but the obligation to work is 
enforced through economic and social ‘less eligibility’ that puts wage 
workless people in a position where materially and culturally they 
have little choice but to work. Arguably, therefore, in Britain there is 
a disjuncture between a liberal approach to the right to work and a 
more authoritarian approach located in the obligation to work. 
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The liberal approach to the right to work, however, can equally be 
used to argue for a right not to work. Gorz (1999, p 96), for example, 
notes that the ‘right to work and the right not to work are of equal 
importance and are indissociably linked. The former cannot coexist 
without the latter’. Meanwhile, Levine (2001, p 318) argues that 
liberals, or more specifically liberal egalitarians, need ‘to radicalize their 
own conceptions of what equality requires’. It is within this context that 
Levine makes an argument for a right not to work. He acknowledges 
that this may feel counterintuitive, but he argues that such feelings are 
the consequence ofa historical-institutional concern with those people 
often described as the ‘undeserving poor or ‘shirkers and scroungers’ in 
some contemporary discourses about disability (Garthwaite, 2011). For 
Levine (2001, p 321), the notion of a right not to work comes from 
a conjoining of the ‘idea that states ought to be neutral with respect 
to competing conceptions of the good’ and: 


the long-standing liberal commitment to tolerance with 
the moral philosophical conviction that equal respect for 
persons entails equal respect for their conceptions of good. 
The neutrality of the states in allowing various conceptions 
of the good to co-exist on an equal basis is particularly 
important for the argument for a right not to work. 


If the view of individuals is that ‘gainful employment is abhorrent or 
idleness esteemed’ (Levine, 2001, p 321), then, according to liberal 
egalitarianism, that should be seen as being equally acceptable as the 
view that paid work is not abhorrent and that idleness should be 
rejected. 

We are not suggesting that disabled people are any more or any 
less likely to reject paid employment than non-disabled people are 
(although note Abberley’s, 1996a, 1996b, comments on the right of 
disabled people to rest more). What we are suggesting, however, is that 
given these arguments, a right not to work is as defensible for disabled 
people as a right to work. If the social model of disability suggests that 
disabled people should have an equal opportunity to labour, equally it 
should acknowledge that they should, along with non-disabled people, 
have the right not to work. To not have a right not to work means 
that wage work is privileged as an activity. Even if only a minority of 
disabled people do not countenance wage work as being a good, it 
should not be privileged over non-work-based notions of the good. 
The implication in employment terms is that if disabled people are 
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to have choice, that choice must involve not being pressurised, as is 
currently the case, into preparing and competing for wage work. 


Conclusion 


In this chapter we have focused on debates about relationships between 
disabled people and wage work. Drawing on heterodox political 
economy and critiques of it, and philosophical approaches to the 
notion of the social good, we have argued that the case for a right 
not to work for disabled people can be made. Such an approach is 
consistent with Black’s (2011, p 17) argument that: ‘No one should 
ever work. Workers of the world ... relax!’ Drawing on Abberley’s 
(1996a, 1996b) work, we suggest that disabled people should be able 
to relax without having to live with the fear and immiseration that, 
certainly in Britain, attempts to commodify their labour power through 
welfare ‘reform’ are currently having. We are not suggesting policies 
that are supposed to support disabled people into wage work should 
be abolished (although we also acknowledge the deeply problematic 
nature of such policies — see Chapters Four and Five, this volume). 
What we are suggesting, though, is that disabled people should not be 
forced into engaging with these programmes on the threat of economic 
sanctioning and cultural censuring. 

The danger is that such an approach could be interpreted as an 
argument for the othering of disabled people as not being able or 
capable of paid employment. Again, this is not what we are suggesting. 
In contrast, we are suggesting that a right not to work can be seen as a 
balance to the current emphasis — an obligation to work — in welfare 
‘reform’ in Britain (and the arguments are applicable to other countries) 
for the vast majority of working-age disabled people. The problem is 
that the liberal acceptance of a right to work has, for disabled people 
and for their non-disabled peers, been usurped by state policies that 
emphasise paid work as being the means by which individuals can 
express their responsibilities as active citizens. Of course, many disabled 
people are happy to do this. But this means that those people who, for 
whatever reason, cannot do wage work are othered as being particularly 
problematic and burdensome. If, however, there was a recognised right 
not to work, the othering of workless disabled people would no longer 
be an issue. Such an approach would be consistent with the disabled 
people’s movement’ desire that disabled people should have control 
over, and choice in, their lives. This is because it would free disabled 
people from the authoritarian and disabling tendencies of current 
welfare and labour market policies, which starve disabled people of 
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choice through increasingly linking benefit receipt to making efforts 
to prepare for, and securing, wage work. 


Notes 

' These payments are available to all low-paid workers, but there are additional 
premiums for disabled people, or those low-paid workers with disabled children. 

* https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/health-and-wellbeing 

> www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ 

* www.disabilityaction.org/centre-on-human-rights/resources/un-convention/ 

5 See, for example, the websites of Mencap (www.mencap.org.uk/campaigns/what-we- 
campaign-about/employment-and-training) and the Muscular Dystrophy Campaign 


(www.muscular-dystrophy.org/get_involved/campaigns/campaign_news/6893_ 


trailblazers_challenge_minister_about_access_to_work_scheme). 


°See, for instance, the website of the Shaw Trust (www.shaw-trust.org.uk/). 
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FOURTEEN 


Disability, work and welfare: the 
disappearance of the polymorphic 
productive landscape 


Alan Roulstone 


Introduction 


The question of disabled people’s productive contributions has been the 
‘spectre at the feast’ in policy terms from early capitalist industrialisation 
in Britain (Barnes et al, 1999). The imperative to move formerly 
‘unproductive’ disabled people, and those deemed ‘faux’ disabled 
people, away from welfare towards work represents a key challenge 
— intellectually, politically and economically. There are few more 
urgent themes identified in anti-welfare discourses developed since 
1997 (DWP, 2003, 2008, 2011). The redoubling of efforts of Britain’s 
coalition government to stop the ‘wasted lives’ of disabled people 
distanced from paid work and the perceived threat of overspending on 
the future economic health of the British economy suggest that this 
question is unlikely to become less pervasive in the coming years (HM 
Government and DWP, 2010). The current government position is 
that too many disabled people have been written off by disincentives 
to enter paid work and benefits that reinforce this ‘perverse’ incentive 
to remain out of work for often long or life-long periods (DWP, 2011). 

In the interest of balance, these ideas can be seen to sit alongside 
anti-discrimination legislation (ADL) precepts that employers must 
be open to the employment of those previously excluded from the 
contemporary workplace (Government Equalities Office, 2010). 
Overall, however, the limited impact of an ADL approach and the 
continued growth in out-of-work benefits from 1.25 million people 
on Incapacity Benefit in Great Britain in 1980 to 2.5 million in 2006 
(Anyadike-Danes and McVicar, 2008) arguably led to a hardening of 
rhetoric post the accession of the coalition government in 2010 (Lister 
and Bennett, 2010; Garthwaite, 2011; Grover and Piggott, 2013; Grover 
and Soldatic, 2013). Current debates and solutions to the disability 
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employment problem are by their nature short term and attempts to 
reduce headline figures for disability and out-of-work benefits seem 
driven by rather febrile concerns to correct what are longstanding 
challenges overnight. The focus of this chapter is on the longer-run 
structural exclusion of disabled and ‘non-standard’ individuals. It is 
a strong contention of the chapter that a failure to reappraise these 
historical developments and a contemporary comprehension of diverse 
forms of productive activity will ensure policy failure and the continued 
stigmatisation of many disabled people (Prideaux et al, 2009). 

This chapter aims to draw out the lens in exploring longer-run 
developments in the construction of valued and valorised contributions 
to advanced economies. It will be argued that paramount concerns with 
the transmission of individuals from welfare to work fails to unpack 
the increasingly narrow constructions of work at the heart of anti- 
welfarist debates. It will further argue that longer-run developments 
and economic constructions have led work to be seen as synonymous 
with paid employment (Warren, 2005). Disabled people, as with their 
non-disabled counterparts, were once involved in a much broader range 
of economically validated and productive work that included localised 
contractual, familial and kin obligation, reciprocal arrangements, 
promissory commitments, and feudal-bonded and forced activities 
(Humphries and Gordon, 1992; Gleeson, 1999). Although not all 
disabled people were viewed as capable of this array of activities, many 
were required to contribute to socially and communally determined 
activities as the absence of formal rational economic-productive systems 
beyond localised values and labour supply meant that cyclical and 
natural events often needed ‘all hands to the pump’ in dealing with 
bulges of physical activity (Gleeson, 1999). Despite the often very 
harsh relationship between humankind and the prevailing environment, 
the absence of production norms in pre-advanced industrial and 
agricultural capitalism (Abberley, 1999) and the often family-centred 
economy afforded greater particularistic interpretations of just who 
was sound enough to contribute to working activities. This diversity 
of economic activities and work forms is reflected in the continued 
mix of economic and cultural obligations and necessities in the Global 
South. As I have argued elsewhere (Roulstone, 2013, p 221): 


[M]uch of the majority world work is a broad spectrum of 
non-contractual economic activity which can range over 
(and be a mix of) barter, small commodity production, 
hawking, provisioning (from waste land & tips), begging and 
wider exchanges of labour which include goods, services 
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and promissory activity which are not based on contractual 
arrangements. 


This is not to argue that pre-industrial or indeed current majority world 
alternatives to paid work are freely chosen, idyllic or romanticised, 
but rather that in the past and in many countries in the present, 
validated activities were, and are, broader in scope and more diverse in 
character. While we may risk fetishizing the key differences between 
agriculture, proto-capitalism and late capitalism, the growing emphasis 
on wage labour, impersonal exchanges of value and formal legal 
contractual employment spell both continuity and convergence. The 
rise of industrial capitalism, one whose apotheosis is symbolised in the 
factory system of the late 1800s, the attempts to control key aspects of 
work by disaggregation, deskilling and the calculation of constituent 
work elements all helped to forge the links between work and a 
corresponding monetary value (Taylor, 1911). Although not inherently 
inimical to all disabled people’s specific productive capacity, many 
disabled people were in time essentially ‘designed out’ of productive 
activity where norms of effort, stamina, strength, awareness of danger 
(for example, good sight) and endurance became increasingly pervasive 
(Finkelstein, 1980; Gleeson, 1999). 

Industrialisation and capitalisation were haphazard and never 
conformed neatly to industrial ideologies (Kirby, 2013). However, the 
‘negative serendipity’ associated with the most pure interpretations of 
the factory system had a profound impact on those with ‘non-standard’ 
bodies/minds (Roulstone, 2002). These new systems of industry, 
ones tying together calculative and industrial logic, were not unique 
to capitalism. Both industrial capitalism and industrial communism 
were based on myths and idolisation of productive paragons in the 
shape of Schmidt in Taylorist writings (Doray and Macey, 1988) and 
Stakhanhov in Soviet mythology (Wren and Bedeian, 2004). Thus, we 
can say that polymorphic, or many faceted validations and valorisations 
of ‘work’, were eroded in both industrial capitalism and the developing 
communism of the 1930s. 

Economic and structural barriers then were rooted in the 
developments of industrial capitalism of the 19th century and in time 
were systematised into ‘scientific’ production processes in both 20th- 
century capitalism and command communism. In this way, the often 
haphazard and localised cultural negativity towards disabled people 
gave way to wider and shared systems based on normal productive 
parameters, ensuring that disabled people would only begin to re- 
engage in a limited way with paid work following the welfare state 
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settlement of the 1940s (Borsay, 2005; Roulstone and Prideaux, 2012) 
and the ADL of the 1990s (Gooding, 1995; Lawson and Gooding, 2005; 
Lawson, 2008). These positive developments of employee protections 
and aspirations can be seen as helpful systems. However, they do not 
challenge the assumptions that valued economic activity can only be 
accommodated in the carapace of paid work in the formal economy. 
The best way to sum up the paradox of limited positive developments 
is to describe ADL and reasonable adjustments as ameliorating, but 
not challenging, the paramount economic-social system that equates 
work with paid contractual employment (Stapleton and Burkhauser, 
2003; Pope and Bambra, 2005). 

The following explores the diversity of economic activity that preceded 
advanced economic systems (both capitalistic and communistic) and 
which could offer some clues as to how contemporary economic and 
social contributions could be opened up for scrutiny in a way that values 
and validates a broader range of activities. Put simply, there is a further 
paradox here; that an economic system having designed out ‘non- 
standard’ people now expends much energy in trying to design them 
back into the very system that excluded them. And this is attempted 
without challenging hegemonic constructions of productive value. I 
will end by exploring policy implications of the narrowing of valued 
economic activity in the context of employment scarcity and structural 
unemployment in Western societies (OECD, 2014). 


Work and productive activity before ‘advanced’ economic 
systems 


It is easy to forgive a preoccupation in disability, and employment 
and welfare policy, with the here and now. Troubles are experienced 
in a contemporary context that seem in their urgency to afford little 
‘slack’ with which to engage with what might be seen as luxurious 
historical reflection. However, given that employment systems continue 
to assume a narrowly defined parameter for productive capacity — for 
example in working flexibly or building up hours — the continued 
search for solutions to the disability employment problem will likely 
limit any thoroughgoing response to the broader economic exclusion 
of disabled people. What then of historical insights that capture the 
diversity of social and economic life before advanced industrial systems? 

McClelland (1961, p 26) is useful here in stating that ‘traditional 
culture is characterized generally by norms of diftuseness, particularism, 
affectivity and ascription, whereas industrial culture leans heavily 
towards norms of specificity, universalism, neutrality and performance’. 
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Nothing here suggests that pre-industrial societies and economies 
were preferable or somehow less challenging. A general consensus 
among otherwise diverse commentators on disability is that disabled 
people have faced cultural and, at times, physical exclusion, ridicule 
and even violence (Barnes, 1991; Stiker, 1999; Borsay, 2005). 
However, the absence of predetermined and shared supra~-communal 
productive norms and expectations does provide a context within 
which productive potential is locally calibrated and invoked. Work 
in pre-industrial society is both an economic and social contribution 
to socially approved activity, which variously makes the community 
more secure, integrated, protected or externally valued. It can take the 
form of productive activity such as harvesting food, securing territorial 
boundaries, enhancing the protection of a settlement and also cultural 
activity that sustains group cohesion (McClelland, 1961). In pre- 
capitalist society, although work could often be haphazard and at the 
whim of natural and seasonal forces, the equation of work with localised 
and community-specific value systems equated to polymorphic 
activities, contributions and valuations. Work was not constructed as 
an all-or-nothing formalised system with clear productive thresholds. 
The subsistence or petty commodity production characteristics of many 
pre-industrial societies did not require this formulation. Over time, 
work became synonymous with contracted, and often pre-calibrated, 
assumptions as to normal productivity parameters into which work 
and worker have to fit. Time itself is quantified and disciplined into 
set units of worth in this formulation (Thompson, 1967). 

As work came to be associated increasingly with paid employment, 
unemployment emerges as its natural corollary. As the industrial 
sociologist Grint (1991, p 7; see also Joyce, 1987) notes: ‘Unemployment 
is not a category that would be recognized outside of a very limited 
slice of space and time ... [and] tells us as much about the kind of 
society we inhabit as about a kind of individual stigmatised. Here, 
Grint is making clear that the notion of being unemployed equates 
to the position of not being able to sustain paid employment in an 
increasingly harsh, unstable (with cyclical waves of economic recession) 
and calculative system. Although the absence of work was not unknown 
in pre-industrial society, it was often due to illness or sanctioned non- 
activity or crop failure. However, structural unemployment can be 
understood as the often socially stratified and structural absence of 
opportunities for growing numbers of sick and disabled people who 
could not conform to productivity and performativity standards in 
some productive contexts (Roulstone, 2002). 
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Hence, work can be understood in multifarious ways to include 
a range of economic and cultural activity. Work can variously be 
construed as ‘transformative capacity’ (Brown, 1992) as a means to 
realise our species being as in Marx’s notion of homo faber or as Hegel 
(1807) notes in Phenomenology of the spirit as a reproduction of the self. 
Marx (1844, p 14) makes clear even in his earlier philosophical writings 
the freedom and yet constraint of homo faber: 


Man is directly a natural being. As a natural being and 
as a living natural being he is on the one hand endowed 
with natural powers, vital powers, he is an active natural 
being. These forces exist in him as tendencies and abilities 
— as instincts. On the other hand, as a natural, corporeal, 
sensuous objective being he is a suffering, conditioned 
and limited creature, like animals and plants. That is to 
say, the objects of his instincts exist outside him, as objects 
independent of him; yet these objects are objects that he 
needs, essential objects, indispensable to the manifestation 
and confirmation of his essential powers. 


And yet, despite this very raw and real confrontation with nature, in 
productive terms (as an activity and affirmation), here lies the basis of 
the self-realisation of humans. This is because this work ‘would have 
directly confirmed and realized my authentic nature.... Our production 
would be as many mirrors from which our natures would shine forth. 
This relation would be mutual: what applies to me would also apply 
to you’ (Marx, 1992, pp 277-8). Here, Marx is making clear that work 
has not always been subject to an impersonal calculation and the means 
of work (for instance, machinery and workplaces) have not always 
been owned by others whose interests are at odds with workers. In 
this sense, work becomes something that is increasingly estranged from 
an individual as work begins to be constructed as paid employment. 
Developments that link productive work with contractual, carefully 
delineated and timed exchanges can be traced to pre-industrial market 
developments. As Dumont (1977) notes, the ideas of Adam Smith and 
the 17th- and 18th-century mercantilists led to a merging of state/ 
political and economic spheres. In this sense, although at first far from 
widespread constructions, in time political citizens become those who 
can be accommodated both in the new global marketplace and as 
welfare categories within state systems. Similarly, binary notions of the 
formal/informal economy grew out of this nascent market ideology. 
Prior to this point, local constructions of valid economic activity 
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covered much that would later be placed either side of a legitimate 
binary. Hence, ‘reciprocal arrangements not placed in the realm 
of official records suddenly became aberrant economic activities as 
citizenship and engagement with official strictures become intertwined- 
taxes, returns’ (Harding and Jenkins, 1989, p 56). Finnegan et al (1985, 
p 461) make a similar point in stating it “is somehow implicitly assumed 
that only jobs which are remunerated through the cash nexus as part 
of market place transactions and are counted and taxed by government 
agencies is real work’. 

What, then, are the guiding principles of participation in these 
newly developed market economies? Udy (1970, p 40) is useful on 
this point, noting that: ‘Participation in contractual work organizations 
is based on an explicit agreement to behave in a specified way for a 
specified time in the future’ The ability to conform to productive 
norms is key here. But market capacity also requires a more generally 
congruent market commitment and worldview. What McClelland 
(1961, p 16) dubs the ‘industrial ethic’ requires a future commitment 
and the ‘need for achievement’. In a similar vein, Hagen (1962, p 11) 
highlights the indispensability of values conducive to the development 
of innovative ‘entrepreneurial personalities’. In complex market and 
productive settings, a clear rule-bound and legal-rational structure is 
established that is transferable and replicable elsewhere. Hagen (1962, 
p 79) characterises this by noting that: ‘Manpower, authority structure 
and rationality are among the most important dimensions of complex 
organization? 

Such calculative, impersonal and monetarily based organisations of 
work, however, are not universal. In pre-advanced industry, obligations 
were often to family/kin. So, for example, in Malinowski’s (1922) 
famous study of Trobriand Islanders he asserted that economic and 
social ties were inextricably linked in the cognitive, ritual and economic 
structures of everyday life. This assertion is still present in writings that 
are concerned with kinship and markets, and traditional and modern 
trading systems such as many South Asian economies (Fukuyama, 
2011). Commitments to economic goals are here synonymous with 
commitments to wider social mores. In this sense, the terms ‘work’, 
‘leisure’ and ‘rest’ are all highly relative and arguably meaningless 
categories where they are so closely bound together. 

Many ritual practices grew out of physical activities, risks and 
challenges. Productive cosmology was subordinate to a wider 
cosmology of the kin and spirit network. Likewise, Ivens’ (1930, p 
35) depiction of Solomon Islanders established that: ‘In general, each 
family works its own plot through various kinds of communal and 
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sharing arrangements that are not possible without kindred. At periods 
of peak workload families reciprocate with each other as well as families 
in their kindred’. The anthropologist Marshall Sahlins (1972) asserted 
that much pre-industrial economic activity did not conform to the 
notion of working and fixed constructions of hours and days of work 
at the heart of modern organisation, as is still the case in some peasant 
societies (Bourdieu, 1977). This notion of a reluctant proletariat is 
deliciously conveyed in E.P Thompson’s (1967) “Time, work discipline 
and industrial capitalism’ where he notes that pre-industrial virtues had 
to be erased from the industrial proletariat if they were to undertake 
a full working week. Here, the particularistic nature of familial/kin 
organisations suffer from ‘intrinsic manpower limitations, since they are 
by nature restricted to a given network of kin relations and subsistence 
values. This situation poses routine problems in the face of heavy 
seasonal workloads in agriculture’ (Udy, 1970, p 66). We know, of 
course, that economy, society and belief systems intersected in aiding 
or limiting ‘advanced’ industrial society’s development (Weber, 1905). 

The notion of waged work being the basis of a good society connects 
otherwise disparate writings. For example, Saint Simon and Thomas 
Carlyle were both very much against the prescriptions of ancient 
society that equated hard work with very low social status (Held, 1987). 
Even during the 19th century, some commentators constructed the 
necessity to undertake paid work as the antithesis of gentlemanly and 
conspicuous living (Veblen, 1899). While early capitalism struggled 
with what it viewed as recalcitrant and refractory people unsuited to 
the world of work (Lafargue, 1883; Thompson, 1967), the logic of 
industrial capitalism and a more narrowly defined notion of work- 
ability (as the ability to sustain paid labour) began to spread as the 
default assumption. As disabled people often occupied lower social 
positions, the benefits of paid work and a leisured life each became 
out of reach for many disabled people. In a more philosophical vein, 
Lafargue (1883, p 4; see also Chapter Thirteen, this volume) argued 
for the ‘right to be lazy’, noting: 


Capitalist ethics, a pitiful parody on Christian ethics, strikes 
with its anathema the flesh of the labourer; its ideal is to 
reduce the producer to the smallest number of needs, to 
suppress his joys and his passions and to condemn him to 
play the part of a machine turning out work without respite 
and without thanks. 
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Thus, for Lafargue (1883, p 29), ‘laziness’ (what essentially meant 
a shorter working day of no more than three hours) would enable 
creative escape from, and the transcending of, capitalist work precepts 
and effects by allowing ‘the rest of the day and night for leisure and 
feasting’. Bertrand Russell (1935) explored similar ideas in In praise of 
idleness. While recognising the importance of the way labour markets 
were organised, Russell’s arguments were more focused on the cultural 
importance of paid work, in particular the way in which earning money, 
rather than spending it, was held to be virtuous for working people. 
However, for Russell (1935, p 2) it was consumption that helped to 
maintain demand: 


[W]hat a man earns he usually spends, and in spending he 
gives employment. As long as a man spends his income, he 
puts just as much bread into people’s mouths in spending 
as he takes out of other people’s mouths in earning. The 
real villain, from this point of view, is the man who saves. 


For Russell (1935), a shorter working day (he suggested four hours) 
would allow more people to do paid work because not only would it 
require more people to do the same amount of work, but also it would 
allow working people to consume, but also to engage in activities 
that, once again, for the majority were beyond the expectations of 
capitalism (for instance, by allowing working people to develop their 
interests in science, the arts and politics), but: ‘Above all, there will 
be happiness and joy of life, instead of frayed nerves, weariness, and 
dyspepsia’ (Russell, 1935, p 14). 

More recently, Gorz (1985), following the early philosophical works 
of Karl Marx, suggests that idleness is not the answer, but scope for 
heterogeneous productive capacities to afford better realisations of the 
self. Marx, of course, wrote extensively about alienated and unalienated 
labour (Marx, 1844). Of note here, Marx also had a very expansive 
notion of economic production and a refusal to see such contributions 
as simply deriving from paid work. For example, he provides what 
might be seen as a somewhat ‘tongue in cheek’ appraisal of a social 
category (prisoners) that some might see as the least productive of all 
social members: 


The criminal produces not only crime but also criminal 
justice, he produces the professor who delivers lectures on 
criminal law, and even the inevitable textbook in which 
the professor presents his lecture as a commodity for sale to 
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the market. There results an increase in material wealth.... 
Further the criminal produces the whole apparatus of the 
police and criminal justice [system]. (Cited in Bottomore 
and Rubel, 1963, p 167) 


This is an extreme, but useful, example of how social accounting of 
value or productivity is delineated crudely and exclusively in most 
advanced industrial societies. This formulation by Marx makes clear 
that there are many forms of value created by individuals that are 
more or less valued and rewarded even in advanced economies and 
that the calculative nature of capitalism is highly selective in just what 
it sanctions as worthy of reward. 


Gender, household and the disappearing worker 


When looking at how productive selves through history are constructed 
to be more narrowly defined in terms of paramount market principles, 
a good example, and one that parallels the exclusion of many disabled 
people’s lives from the badge of the productive, is the gradual historic 
redefinition of domestic labour as non-productive. With the rise of 
public, dislocated and contractual work in the 18th and 19th centuries, 
an opposition was established between valorised and non-valorised 
work. As Maynard (1985, p 130) notes: ‘Nevertheless, housework is an 
important and necessary element in the maintenance of the daily life 
for husbands and children, whilst also contributing indirect benefits to 
the economy and wider society ... the family is now regarded not as 
productive but as a unit of consumption of goods produced elsewhere’ 

Economy qua productive value, begins to be associated with 
market as opposed to family/kin-based activity, while productive 
activity becomes, in turn, dislocated from the local, domestic and 
self-provisioned character of work. What might be called the formal 
market economy begins to be defined as a sphere autonomous from 
the family in Britain by the 19th century. In a seminal article, Tilly and 
Scott (1978, p 227) make clear the anomalous and arbitrary nature of 
the distinction between productive and reproductive work: ‘If work is 
defined as “productive activity for household use or exchange” then it 
is clear that ... domestic, productive and reproductive labour is work, 
since it has economic value both for the family and society’ This reflects 
the broader concerns of the domestic labour debate, which hinge on 
the issue of why women have a disproportionate unpaid role in the 
domestic sphere and the value (and unrecognised cost savings) that 
such domestic work provides (Himmelweit, 1998). 
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In the same way as women were designed out of the paramount 
definition of paid work, a process heavily imbued with gender 
assumptions about biology, the categorical disassociation between ‘non- 
standard’ bodies and productive work-ableness had been cemented by 
the 20th century. This is especially true in terms of barriers to accessing 
the paid labour market, less so to retention once an impairment emerges 
(Kirby, 2013). 

Only in times of war did necessity challenge these assumptions about 
productive capacity and help to redefine formerly excluded bodies back 
into the legitimate employment category (Barnes, 1991; Humphries 
and Gordon, 1992). Somewhat ironically, of course, during World War 
Two, Nazism reached its own apotheosis of productive logic, which 
deemed some disabled people, especially learning disabled people, 
‘unnütze esser or useless eaters. For the Nazis and the Tiergartenstrasse 4 
project, a project that exterminated people with intellectual disability, 
disabled people were degenerates who were able to consume without 
a corresponding productive contribution to the economic system 
(Burleigh, 1994). Biologically essentialist ideologies have clearly 
underpinned each of the above systems of sexism and disablism in 
establishing industrial ideologies. 


Disabled people and contemporary polymorphic 
productive contributions 


Not only are very different constructions and realities of work evident 
throughout our own island history, but even a brief foray into the 
contemporary diversity of work in the majority and second world 
suggests that paid employment is a minority pursuit (Brau and Woller, 
2004; Coleridge, 2005). Many activities in the majority world can 
be construed as economic, whether in the sense of bare survival or 
through the myriad and portfolio ways in which people ‘make out’, 
for example, through barter, small commodity production, foraging, 
hustling, reciprocal (non-monetary) arrangements, forced labour and 
contractual employment (Roulstone, 2012). Disabled people, except 
those with the most profound impairments, sustain roles in many of 
these activities. Many beg or hustle to ensure a living. Are such activities 
not work in the broadest sense of efforts to realise goods or money 
to aid survival and social reproduction? Although invariably in harsh 
conditions, this minority construction of work as paid employment 
challenges the assumed binaries of being ‘able’ or ‘not able’ to work. The 
irregularity of economic opportunity and activity perhaps ironically 
sits better with people who may have partial or intermittent scope to 
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influence productive activity. The absence of authority, legal contract 
and production norms serves inadvertently to accommodate difference, 
partial capacity and inclusion, no matter how harsh for those who 
would be unlikely to reach thresholds of performativity and aesthetic 
acceptability in ‘advanced economies’. It is noteworthy, however, that 
continued particularistic influence of family and kin can help to assist 
disabled people in a small number of paid employments in the cities 
of the majority world. The charitable sector particularly has taken an 
important role in sponsoring innovative projects that connect disabled 
people with a range of quasi-market opportunities, such as not-for- 
profit and cooperative ventures (Coleridge, 2005). 

The above observations point to a questioning of paramount Western 
economic and policy assumptions about the shape and boundaries of 
work as paid employment. Even a passing historical and comparative 
gaze at ‘work’ suggests that it takes many forms and that it is possible, 
and perhaps reasonable, to challenge this assumption of synonymity 
of work as contracted employment. What it says to contemporary 
policy analysis is that a revisiting of just what counts as economic 
contributions is central to any meaningful appraisal of individual and 
group social worth. This may seem like an exercise in nostalgia or 
an ill-fated attempt to reverse unidirectional historical and ‘linear’ 
processes. However, as the following suggests, even a cursory glance 
at contemporary activities undertaken by disabled people could be 
reframed as productive economic activity, the benefits of which accrue 
to the wider society and community (Prideaux et al, 2009). 


Discussion and conclusion: towards an inclusive 
construction of work 


It would be easy to describe the 60% of working-age disabled people 
not in paid work as economically inactive and unproductive (see 
HM Government and DWP, 2010). Wider research points to a very 
different picture. For instance, if interpreted broadly as adding value 
to communities, stimulating economic activity, aiding environmental 
improvements and improving a social skill set, then the array of direct 
payments employment (of personal assistants [PAs]), involvement 
in access groups, civic contributions and unpaid voluntary work all 
contribute in a way that, although difficult to monetise, is clearly adding 
value to the community, economy and wider workforce skillset. For 
example, disabled people are as likely as their non-disabled counterparts 
to take part in formal volunteering and civic roles (Williams et al, 
2008). Disabled people who are direct payments recipients may 
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employ up to six PAs per week and complete payroll activities, and 
deal with human resource and health and safety functions. This new 
form of work and workplace helps to challenge the shifts outlined 
above towards the binary separation of work and welfare, and also the 
notion of the increasingly dislocated workplace. Employers are seen as 
the acme of the economic and social system of capitalist society. Being 
a disabled employer, administering National Insurance, developing 
and using knowledge of employment law and enhancing PA skills 
remain firmly within a cash transfer and welfare paradigm; however, 
far from the culturally elevated state of ‘real’ employer. To this extent, 
our understanding and validations have not kept pace with service 
models and philosophies. Indeed, the question of who services whom 
and who is the recipient and who the economic producer is blurred in 
these new social transactions. However, these are likely to remain the 
minority economic activity where contractual employment for many 
remains based on a clear hierarchy of worth and formalised valorisation. 

There is a clear need in the absence of enabling and sustained paid 
work to reflect again on the economic contributions of disabled people, 
for example, the multiplier effect of their spending, their contribution 
to the development of a skill set (for themselves as employers and for 
PAs), and in their voluntary work the contributions that they make 
in the absence of paid work. Disabled people are also, of course, 
frequently spousal carers and may be involved in their share of the 
domestic economy. We need further critical evaluation of the value of 
disabled people’s activities outside of paid work if we are to develop an 
equitable policy platform fit for the 21st century. Rather than praise 
idleness or search for a future life without work, it would be better to 
reframe our understanding of work and welfare to recognise the full 
economic and social contributions that many disabled people make 
in contemporary society. Disability policy is both a long-term and 
immediate activity and responds to both levels of concerns. Unless 
one takes a Panglossian view that full employment is possible, that 
the definition of economic activity can formally be widened, then it 
can be argued that the policy agenda in Britain and other advanced 
economies is doomed to fail. 

The continued framing of disability employment policy success as 
gaining paid employment would not simply have to solve the immediate 
goal of engaging more disabled people with paid employment, but 
would have to square up to the centuries’ long shift to contractual work 
and the decline of kinship. This is not to argue for a kind of policy 
fatalism that cuts disabled loose from the work—welfare challenge. 
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Indeed, this is just as abhorrent as a belief in the power of all disabled 
people to engage in full-time contracted work. 

Alongside a failure to dramatically improve the number of disabled 
people in paid work is a squeamishness in policy terms to have a 
searching debate about who should be expected to work, who is able 
to work and who is not. The recent and rather damaging review of 
out-of-work benefits (Incapacity Benefit and latterly Employment and 
Support Allowance) for sick and disabled people was not evidence 
based, nor grounded in humane disability-led assessments (Harrington, 
2012). In this way, we still know very little as to where the boundary 
sits for work ability in a global market. We simply know who is likely 
to change their behaviour in response to severe welfare and work policy 
reforms. A cynic might argue that the latter will do, that if it gets more 
sick and disabled people into paid work then it is good regardless of an 
evidence base. However, the absence of historical memory in disability 
employment policy means that much analysis remains abstracted and 
epiphenomenal. Material surpluses and redistributive welfare systems 
have shown us the way to a humane society. A humane society has to 
acknowledge diversity in all its forms, to review its value systems and 
foster a critique of narrowly defined systems that value certain forms 
of work and productivity. The right to be supported where work is not 
possible is also important. History points to the erstwhile polymorphic 
landscape and its humane possibilities. 
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FIFTEEN 


Conclusion: themes in Disabled 
people, work and welfare 


Chris Grover and Linda Piggott 


Disabled people, work and welfare has focused on various aspects of 
relationships between work and income replacement social welfare 
benefits for disabled people. In various ways, the chapters critically 
engage with the idea that ‘work is the best form of welfare’ for disabled 
people, which is visible in Britain and many of the other countries that 
the book has focused on. There are several themes that can be drawn 
from the chapters of the book. These include: 


e the nature of wage work as a process; 

e difficulties for disabled people that arise from the desire to 
commodify their labour power; 

e difficulties that there are in making the claim that wage work 
provides for disabled people both a secure and above-poverty-level 
income. 


While these themes are in practice inextricably linked, for analytical 
purposes we look at them separately below. 


Wage work as a socially embedded process 


We see, for example, that as it is dependent on the productive value 
of individual workers, the labour process under capitalist forms of 
accumulation is something that inherently acts against the employment 
of disabled people. Competitive individualism and the extraction of 
profit from the work of employees means that at a fundamental level 
disabled people are disadvantaged in labour markets. This is because, 
depending on who one reads, even within disability studies, they are 
perceived by employers as being less productive than other, non-disabled 
workers or because of their impairment, they are less productive as 
they are unable to labour within the temporal and rhythmic demands 
of wage work and/or its intensity. There have, of course, been various 
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attempts to address such issues, for example, the payment of subsidies to 
employers so that essentially it becomes profitable to employ them; the 
retraining and rehabilitation of disabled workers; work experience and 
tasters that are not only supposed to help (re)attach workless disabled 
people to labour markets, but also to demonstrate their potential to 
employers. Such interventions, though, are only required because of 
the characteristics, such as competitive individualism and economic 
productivity, that underpin capitalist notions of wage work and other 
employment activity. 

It is within this context that Chapters Twelve to Fourteen discussed 
aspects of alternatives to wage work as being the activity through which 
disabled people are valued. Drawing on examples from Britain and 
Canada, Chapter Twelve discussed the value of work outside of that 
necessarily concerned with productive value and profit maximisation. 
For Hall and Wilton, employment within social enterprises and 
participation in volunteering and the creative arts can have individual 
and social benefits for disabled people that are outside of those provided 
by the experience of wage work. 

Meanwhile, Chapter Fourteen highlighted the loss of what Roulstone 
describes as polymorphic landscapes of work to a presumption that it is 
wage work — and it alone — that should define the potential contribution 
of disabled people. Such an approach is problematic not only because of 
the barriers that disabled people face in accessing wage work, but also 
because it is selective in the contribution that disabled people make in 
contemporary societies. While it was argued in Chapter Fourteen that 
such alternatives to wage work do not present a case for withdrawing 
policies for supporting into wage work disabled people who want to 
do it, Chapter Thirteen argued that rather than focusing on a ‘right 
to work’ for disabled people (along with non-disabled people), there 
should be a focus upon ‘right not to work’. Once again, this would 
not mean that there would be no employment support for disabled 
people, but that by not privileging wage work, there would be no 
need for the state to force disabled people through the imposition 
of economic and social ‘less eligibility’ to engage with employment 
‘support’ services. Not only would this remove the more pernicious 
policies at the intersection of welfare and work in Britain, it also would 
help to fulfil one of the aims of the disabled people’s movement — to 
enable disabled people choice and control over their lives. 
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Social policy and the commodification of disabled 
people’s labour 


A second theme that emerges from Disabled people, work and welfare 
relates to attempts to commodify the labour power of disabled people. 
The commodification of labour power essentially involves attempts to 
get people to sell their labour power as if it were the same as any other 
commodity. We have seen throughout the chapters of this book that 
there are various ways of doing this; for example, keeping benefits 
for disabled people low, even in those countries (such as Poland and 
the United States [US] — see Chapters Six and Seven respectively) 
that do not have compulsory work-related activity governed through 
conditionality as, for instance, Britain does. Such conditionality is a 
second main way in which governments in various countries, but most 
notably in Britain and Australia, have attempted to commodify the 
labour power of disabled people. 

There are various problems with policy interventions aimed at 
commodifying disabled people’s labour power. Chapter Fourteen, 
for instance, pointed to the way that changes to disability benefits in 
Britain in recent years have been inhumane in the way that they have 
assessed disability. Furthermore, in different ways, Chapters Four and 
Five highlighted some of the difficulties in Britain with attempts to 
commodify the labour power of disabled people. They demonstrated, 
for instance, the economic and political pressures that act against 
successful attempts to do this. Despite government discourse that 
constructs various communitarian and paternalistic concerns with 
disabled people being excluded from wage work, such people have 
been pushed to the back of the employment support queue by the 
marketisation of employment services and by changing political 
priorities. In the case of marketised services, there is little profit for 
contractors in delivering employment services to disabled people 
because they tend to be further away from labour markets. Hence, 
they tend to be ‘parked’ in a state of wage worklessness, an observation 
also made in Chapter Seven on employment services in the US and 
in Chapter Eight in regard to fears about the provision of services to 
support disabled people into wage work in Denmark. With regard 
to changing political priorities, the increase in the number of people 
registered as unemployed have led to non-disabled workless people 
being afforded greater political and policy priority than disabled people 
who do not have a job. The consequence is that those disabled people 
who are keen to (re)enter wage work, and therefore are willing to have 
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their labour power commodified, are often poorly served by those 
services that are supposed to support them. 

In addition, Chapter Eleven demonstrated that it is often not enough 
just to deal with the employment issues of disabled people as a means 
of supporting them into and keeping wage work. In contrast, disabled 
people often need support with a range of issues that many non- 
disabled people face (for instance, in balancing work-life demands, 
debt and short-term financial emergencies) in addition to the barriers 
and discrimination disabled people face. Furthermore, Chapters Nine 
and Ten demonstrated the complexities of work—welfare relationships. 
Chapter Nine, for instance, reminded us that disabled people must 
not be taken as a homogenous group. Some disabled people, learning 
disabled people in the case of Chapter Ten, are more disadvantaged 
in labour markets than others, while Chapter Nine demonstrated that 
disability intersects with other social structures to reproduce advantage 
and disadvantage. It showed, for example, the importance of social 
capital in helping young people who are deaf or hard of hearing in 
accessing well-paid employment with enterprises that are likely to 
accommodate their impairments. Taken alongside the other chapters 
of Disabled people, work and welfare, the study discussed in Chapter Nine 
suggested that the development of more effective employment policies 
(and, given the findings and analysis in Chapters Four and Five, there 
surely need to be more effective policies) will not be enough to address 
the employment disadvantage of all disabled people, for they, at least 
as they are currently shaped, do not address the social disadvantages 
faced by the poorest disabled people. 


Work, poverty and disability 


A third theme that emerges from the chapters in Disabled people, work 
and welfare is the material hardship, the poverty, that disabled people face. 
There are several reasons for this, and they relate to both wage work as 
a process and the commodification of disabled people’s labour power. 

We see this most starkly in the conditionality regimes that frame 
disability benefits. The focus in Chapter Three on Newstart in Australia 
demonstrated the dangers for disabled people of welfare regimes that 
are intent on defining as many disabled people as possible as being fit 
for work. The consequence of shifting increased numbers of people 
from income replacement disability benefits to unemployment-related 
benefits (such as Newstart in Australia and Jobseeker’s Allowance in 
Britain) is that it increases poverty and the further disadvantages — 
for instance, poor housing, social isolation, and increasing and/or 
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exacerbated mental and physical health problems — that this brings. The 
ratcheting up of benefit sanctions — so now, for example, in Britain 
a person adjudged to not be adequately fulfilling the conditions for 
their receipt of Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) can have 
it reduced until they do what is demanded of them — will undoubtedly 
exacerbate the poverty of disabled people in Britain.' 

Chapters Two and Three demonstrated the fundamental problems 
with such an approach. Drawing on Stuart White’s notion of a ‘civic 
minimum’, Chapter Two examined the philosophical difficulties in 
unilaterally changing the demands made of claimants (that is, increasing 
their responsibilities) while making it more difficult to claim more 
generous disability benefits (that is, retrenching their social rights). 
Moreover, Chapter Three demonstrated in the Australian context the 
consequence of such retrenchment — a life of ‘hard yakka’, of having to 
manage the grind of everyday poverty. As we have seen, though, not 
all countries have increased the conditionality attached to the receipt 
of disability benefits. However, we have seen in the case of Poland 
(Chapter Six) and the US (Chapter Seven) that disabled people in such 
countries still face severe hardship, for instance, benefits in Poland that 
equate to less than the minimum wage and which in the US provide 
an income at or below the poverty level. 

At risk of creating spurious spatial hierarchies of disadvantage, it 
might be argued, however, that the situation in contemporary Britain 
is particularly difficult for disabled people. This is because the rolling 
out of ESA, which makes it more difficult for disabled people to claim 
income replacement benefits on the grounds of disability, has since 
2010 been accompanied by austerity measures that have affected not 
only other benefits paid just to disabled people (for, example, the main 
additional cost benefit, Disability Living Allowance is being replaced 
by Personal Independence Payments, with the aim of reducing the 
caseload by 20% and expenditure by £1 billion per year by 2014/15), 
but also benefits that are payable to all people because they are either 
universal or they are means-tested and available to all people providing 
their income is low enough. In the case of the latter, for example, we 
can point to the effect of the ‘spare room subsidy’ (or “bedroom tax’) 
on disabled people (Cross, 2013). It reduces the amount of Housing 
Benefit that people living in social housing can receive if they are 
deemed to be living in a property that has too many bedrooms for their 
needs. The policy has been condemned as ‘causing severe financial 
hardship and distress to people with disabilities’ (Work and Pensions 
Committee, 2014, para 77). This is because reductions in benefit 
caused by the implementation of the ‘bedroom tax’ take no account 
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of ‘spare’ bedrooms that disabled people require as a consequence of 
a need to store equipment related to their disability and the difficulty 
that disabled people face in moving to smaller accommodation that is 
suitably adapted to their needs. 

The consequence of the combination of changes to income 
replacement benefits for disabled people and austerity-driven welfare 
‘reform’ measures is that disabled people in Britain are facing precarious 
economic futures as their income, often for the same reasons — a 
desire on the part of governments to save money and to reinforce the 
financial incentive to take (low paid) waged work — is eroded from 
various directions. Perhaps the greatest problem, however, with the 
approach to address the disadvantage of disabled people through paid 
work is that such an approach does not particularly offer protection 
against poverty. In Britain, for example, the issue of in-work poverty 
is as problematic as that of out-of-work poverty. It has been argued 
for many years in Britain that ‘work [is] the best route out of poverty’ 
(Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, 2010, para 5). If this was ever 
the case — and evidence suggests that for many people it has not been 
(see, for example, Abel-Smith and Townsend, 1965) — it certainly no 
longer is. As Britain’s Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission 
(2013, pp 5-6) has recently noted, paid work: 


. is not a cure for poverty. Today child poverty is 
overwhelmingly a problem facing working families, not 
just the workless. Two thirds of Britain’s poor children — 
compared to less than half in 1997 — are now in families 
where an adult works. The available data suggest that in 
three quarters of those, someone already works full-time. 


It is the case, therefore, that even if there is an enforcement of less 
eligibility to commodify the labour power of more disabled people 
and to allow more disabled people to access paid work, it is unlikely 
to address the poverty that they face. The danger is that out-of-work 
poverty will be replaced by in-work poverty. Overall, what Disabled 
people, work and welfare demonstrates is that the relationship between 
wage work and welfare is difficult and complex. While the British 
(and other liberal) welfare regime continues to be rooted in concerns 
with access to social welfare benefits being particularly discouraging of 
wage work, disabled people face a future of economic precariousness, 
of greater poverty, even when in such work. 
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Note 

' There have been 86,083 ‘adverse’ sanction decisions made in Britain (that is, those 
that withhold the payment of at least some benefit) related to Employment and 
Support Allowance, where it was recorded whether the person had a disability or not. 
The majority (69.1%, or 59,444) of these decisions involved a person self-declaring a 
disability (https://sw.stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/table View/customiseTable. 
xhtml). 
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Colin Lindsay, University of Strathclyde 


This is the first book to challenge the concept of paid work for disabled people as a means to 
‘independence’ and ‘self-determination’. Recent attempts in many countries to increase the 
employment rates of disabled people have actually led to an erosion of financial support for 
many workless disabled people and their increasing stigmatisation as ‘scroungers’. Led by the 
disability movement's concern with the employment choices faced by disabled people, this 
controversial book uses sociological and philosophical approaches, as well as international 
examples, to critically engage with possible alternatives to paid work. Essential reading for 
students, practitioners, activists and anyone interested in relationships between work, welfare 
and disability. 
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